1782]          To the Eev. William Mason            273

you were acquainted; I suppose you met at Calliope's: if
you love incense, he has fumigated you like a flitch of
bacon. However, I hope in the Lord Phoebus that you will
not take his advice any more than Pope did that of such
another sing-song warbler, Lord Lyttelton; nor be persuaded
to write an epic poem (that most senseless of all the species
of poetic composition, and which pedants call the chef-d'ceuvre
of the human mind); well, you may frown, as in duty bound,
yet I shall say what I list.

Epic poetry is the art of being as long as possible in telling
an uninteresting story; and an epic poem is a mixture of
history without truth, and of romance without imagination.
We are well off when from that mesalliance there spring
some bastards called episodes, that are lucky enough to
resemble their romantic mother, more than their solemn
father. So far from epic poetry being at the head of com-
position, I am persuaded that the reason why -so exceedingly
few have succeeded is from the absurdity of the species.
When nothing has been impossible to genius in every other
walk, why has everybody failed in this but the inventor,
Homer? You will stare, but what are the rest? Virgil,
with every beauty of expression and harmony that can be
conceived, has accomplished but an insipid imitation. His
hero is a nullity, like Mellefont2 and the virtuous characters
of every comedy, and some of his incidents, as the harpies
and the ships turned to nymphs, as silly as Mother Ooose's
Tales. Milton, all imagination, and a thousand times more
sublime and spirited, has produced a monster. Lucan, who
often says more in half a line than Virgil in a whole book,
was lost in bombast if he talked for thirty lines together.
Claudian and Statius had all his fustian with none of his
quintessence. Camoens had more true grandeur than they,
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